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Global Poverty and the United Nations
Ronald Paul Hill and Bahram Adrangi
The impact of poverty on consumers' lives has received considerable attention in the public
policy and marketing literature, but primarily from the perspective of the United States. The
purpose of this article is to examine global poverty using the multidimensional position
advanced by the United Nations (UN). The authors provide a discussion of the history of the
UN. from its founding during World War 11 to the present, with an empfjasis on the
resolutions, declarations, and conventions tliat guide its focus on poverty. Then, the authors
present UN data on hutnan development to create an understanding of the magnitude and
dimensions of poverty worldwide. They close with recommendations for a specific research
agenda for public policy and marketing scholars.
At the ihreshold of a new miliennium humanicind remains con-
fronted with unacceptable disparities in ieveis of economic and
sociai deveiopment.... Disparities and inequaiiiies... constitute a
primary source of conflict and threaten peaceful reiations
between and witiiin countries. These conditions must iead to a
fundamentai rethinking of current approaches to deveiopment.
—UN Departmenl of Economic and Sociai Affairs, 1997-98
The impact of poverty on consumers' lives hasreceived considerable altention within the public pol-icy and marketing literature. For example, Caplovitz
(1963) examined the difficulties faced by impoverished con-
sumers in his book The Poor Pay More, followed by
Andreasen's (1975) classic work, titled The Disadvantaged
Consumer. Recent research has supported their findings,
including investigations of retailing in impoverished com-
munities (Alwitt and Donley 1997; Hill, Ramp, and Silver
1998) and homelessness (Hill 1994).
The premise of much of this work is the concept of
exchange restrictions. Hill and Stephens (1997) note that
close to 35 million U.S. consumers are poor and often live
in decaying neighborhoods with high levels of unemploy-
ment and few options for affordable goods and services.
According to Alwitt (1995), the combination of restrictions
in income sources, product availability, and mobility leads
to an imbalance of exchange between marketers and impov-
erished consumers. One result is that the poor must dedicate
more of their limited resources to survival than would he
required in more affluent neighborhoods (see Bell and
Burlin 1993).
This situation is typical for those consumers in the United
States who rely on the social welfare system (Hill and
Macan 1996). The U.S. welfare policies are based on the
historic operating principle of less eligibility, which sug-
gests that the poor are worthy of only minimal support (Hill,
Hirschman, and Bauman 1996). As a consequence, they
often lack the ability to join the primary middle-class con-
sumer culture and may become isolated and alienated. The
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following verbatim comments from a high school graduate
living in an impoverished community provide a telling
example:
I see them walk by every day. I like the pretty white stockings
and the gym shoes and the purse and the umbrella. The down-
town people—they got money and self-esteem. Sometimes they
look tired. They're working and getting paid- They don't have
to wait on no aid check or no man (Aiwitt i995, p. 70).
Unfortunately, few investigations within public policy
and marketing have expanded the scope of study to global
human development issues (for an exception, see Shultz and
Pecotich 1997). Early thinking has suggested that poverty is
experienced in many of the same ways worldwide and
results in "relative material and social deprivation, power-
lessness, and incapability" (Ger 1997, p. 112). Furthermore,
recently collected data (United Nations Development Pro-
gramme [hereafter, UNDP] 1997) reveal the horrific extent
of human poverty within the global community:
•Approximateiy 1.3 biiiion people are income poor, surviving
on iess than $1 a day;
•Almost 1 biiiion peopie are iiiiterate;
•More than i biiiion peopie do not have access to safe dtinking
water;
•Some 840 million peopie lack food security and must go hungry;
•Neariy 100 miiiion people are homeiess; and
•Approximately 800 million peopie are unable to receive health
services.
The need to bring public policy and marketing theory
and/or practice to this situation is greater than that which the
limited focus on national poverty has provided to date.
Thus, the purpose of this article is to fill this gap through an
examination of global poverty from the multidimensional
position advanced by the United Nations (UN). In the next
section, we provide a discussion of the history of the UN,
from its founding during World War II to the present, with
an emphasis on the resolutions, declarations, and conven-
tions that guide its focus on poverty. Then, we present UN
data on human development to create an understanding of
the magnitude and dimensions of poverty worldwide. We
close with recommendations for a specific research agenda
for public policy and marketing scholars.
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The United Nations
Although the protection of human rights through humanitar-
ian intervention has its origins in ancient times (Murphy
1996), the first enduring intergovernmental organization
with this agenda was the UN. Several events that occurred
during World War II solidified the formation of this institu-
tion (for more details, see Patterson 1995). In 1942, the gov-
ernments of the United States, Britain, the Soviet Union, and
China agreed to maintain their current level of cooperation
to attain peace and security throughout the world. Subse-
quent to this decision, 47 nations signed the Declaration of
the United Nations, committing to fight against oppiessor
countries then and into the future. Additional details were
added with the Dumbarton Oaks Proposals, including the
establishment of the Economic and Social Council. The UN
Charter was adopted on June 25, 1945, and the organization
officially came into existence, following ratification by a
majority of the original signatories, on October 24 of the
same year.
The Charter was the first international treaty hased
explicitly on universal respect for human rights (UN Depart-
ment of Public Information 1995b). Chapter IX. Article 55,
notes that part of this charge requires the UN to promote
"higher standards of living, full employment, and conditions
of economic and social progress and development." To
accomplish these objectives. Chapter X empowers the Eco-
nomic and Social Council to study, report on, and make rec-
ommendations pertaining to "economic, social, educational,
health, and related matters" (Article 62) to help guide the
activities of the General Assembly.
The Economic and Social Council established the Com-
mission on Human Rights in 1946 with a 43-member com-
mittee and Eleanor Roosevelt as the first leader. Under her
administration, three important documents were drafted that
still play a major role in UN decision making (Patterson
1995). The first, titled the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, was adopted hy the UN General Assembly on
December 10, 1948. This instrument, especially Articles
23-27. was the first international document to acknowledge
"the ethical and juridical value of economic, social and cul-
tural rights and to affirm their equal and interdependent rela-
tionship with civil and political rights" (UN Department of
Public Information 1995h, p. 26).
After this declaration was adopted, the Commission set
about the task of translating these rights into a global treaty.
The result was two international covenants on human rights:
One focused on economic, cultural, and social rights and the
other on civil and political rights (UN Department of Public
Information 1995b). The former, called the International
Covenant on Economic. Social, and Cultural Rights, was
adopted by the General Assembly in 1966 and approved by
all member nations in 1976. Articles 11-13 are the heart of
the document, and they emphasize the fundamental rights to
"an adequate standard of living" (i.e., sufficient food, cloth-
ing, and housing), to "the highest attainable standard of
physical and mental health," and "of everyone to education"
so that they may participate fully in society.
During the past two decades, several pronouncements
have advanced these causes, especially the Copenhagen
Declaration on Social Development, which was articulated
following the March 6-12, 1995, World Summit for Social
Development (UN Department of Public Information
1995a). During this gathering, 117 government leaders
pledged to eliminate poverty in their counties by a date
established by each nation. The UN General Assembly sub-
sequently designated 1996 the International Year for the
Eradication of Poverty and proclaimed the period
1997-2006 as the United Nations Decade for the Eradica-
tion of Poverty (UN Department of Public Information
1996).
Measurement of and Associations with Poverty
In the United States, the poor are individuals and families
whose incomes are below the poverty line, an amount
defined as the annual proceeds required to meet minimal
material needs and create opportunities for sot:ial participa-
tion (see Alwitt and Donley 1996). As Blank (1997, p. 10)
describes:
The calculations of poverty lines [a]re based on the minimal
amount of money that the U.S. Department of Agricuiture esti-
matels] a famiiy of a given size needls] to spend in order to
maintain adequate nutrition, muitiplied by a factor of three.
The official poverty rate, released annually by the U.S.
Census Bureau to summarize these data, has been met with
some skepticism (see Citro and Michael 1995). For exam-
ple, the only adjustment to this computation since the mid-
1960s has been a series of increases tied to the consumer
price index (Blackburn 1997). Thus, though such measures
of income poverty may take into account many of the con-
sumer products essential for survival, they fail to consider
access to the means necessary to attain self-sufficiency and
a sense of personal dignity (e.g., health care, education, cap-
ital). Research from around the world, but particularly in
developing countries, supports a more diirenslonallzed
approach because data reveal that material goods alone may
not result in improved living conditions for impoverished
citizens (Aturupane, Glewwe, and Isenman 1994).
Within the UN, the UNDP is charged by the Economic
and Social Council to investigate poverty worldwide (Pat-
terson 1995). The UNDP (1997, p. 5) has championed a
multidimensional approach to defining poverty and recog-
nizes that it
can mean more than a lack of what is necessary for material
well-being. It can also mean the denial of opportunities and
choices most basic to human development—to lead a long,
healthy, creative life and to enjoy a decent standard of iiving,
freedom, dignity, self-esteem and the respect of others.
Poverty is tied to the concept of human development or
advances within nations by the quality of life of their citi-
zens (for an excellent discussion of this topic from a con-
sumption perspective, see Ger 1997). To operationalize this
approach, the UN characterizes progress from i;wo perspec-
tives. The first is designated the "conglomerative (human
development) perspective" and focuses on ihe level of
achievement of a nation's people on three essential dimen-
sions: longevity, knowledge, and standard of living. The
second, termed the "deprivational (poverty) [)erspective,"
uses the same dimensions but concentrates on the extent to
which poverty permeates a nation's population.
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The UNDP has posited that certain factors facilitate or
inhibit human development or poverty. Several are dis-
cussed in its Human Development Report 1997. with a spe-
cial emphasis on gender equity and external debt. Unfortu-
nately, the UN membership has failed to use its own data to
test the relationship hetween these variables and poverty, a
task that is accomplished here.
The gender issue suggests that nations that fail to provide
opportunities for the advancement of women doom them (as
well as a significant portion of the nation's population) to
relative poverty (Anand and Sen 1995). For example, the
Report (UNDP 1997) notes that fewer women than men
worldwide have access to the institutions necessary to pro-
vide them with the land and capita! required to establish a
livelihood that supports them or their families (also see UN
Chronicle 1996). Research within the public policy and
marketing field supports the contention that the poor often
are deprived of resources (Hill, Hirschman, and Bauman
1996) and that poor women are subjected to negative stereo-
types that exacerbate this deprivation (Hill and Macan
1996). This discussion intimates that
H|: Lower gender equity is associated with decreases in human
deveiopment and increases in poverty.
According to the UN, extemal debt has the opposite
effect. Because all countries have limited resources, those
that must pay off large debts to foreign nations or organiza-
tions are less likely to invest in human development (Oxfam
International 1996). The Report (UNDP 1997, p. II)
describes international debt as a "millstone around the
necks" of least developed countries, for which combined
debt has increased by approximately 400% since 1980.
Although differences of opinion exist regarding the rela-
tionship between these variables (see Bradshaw and Wahi
1991), the preponderance of research and the UN position
suggest that
H2: Higher externai debt is associated with decreases in human
deveiopment and increase.s in poverty.
A Look at Global Poverty
The UNDP was formed in 1965, and it has an annual bud-
get of approximately $1.5 billion to support 124 field
offices and nearly 6000 individual projects worldwide (Pat-
terson 1995). These efforts culminate in its Human Devel-
opment Report, which has been published continuously
since 1990. This report provides an annual update on the
status of key variables related to human development and
poverty for 175 member nations.' We now turn to an exam-
ination of these data from the dimensionalized approaches
discussed previously.
Dimensions and Magnitude of Human
Development and Poverty Worldwide
As noted previously, the UNDP provides two methods for
conceptualizing and measuring human development and
'Daia conlainetl in the Humtin DevelopmeiU Repiiit torne from a variety
uf sources, including the UNDP; tJnited Nations Educational. Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO); United Nations Children's Fund
(UNICEFJ; and the World Bank.
poverty; the conglomerative and deprivational perspectives.
The conglomerative approach is operationalized by the
UNDP through the human development index (HDI). This
composite index contains three variables: longevity (mea-
sured by life expectancy), knowledge (measured hy adult lit-
eracy and combined primary, secondary, and tertiary enroll-
ment), and standard of living (measured by real gross
domestic product IGDP] per capita). The HDI is calculated
for each country to allow for intercountry comparisons. The
three individual indicators are reduced to a scale hetween 0
and 1 and combined to form the composite- The combined
indices (HDI) represent the level of human development
attainment in a particular country, with the maximum value
equal to I. Thus, HDIs less than I represent the relative dis-
tance a country must travel to equal the best possible life cir-
cumstances across all nations.
The deprivational approach is operationalized by the
UNDP through the Human Poverty Index (HPI). This com-
posite index contains the same three variables as the HDI,
but they are defined using different indicators: longevity is
determined by the percentage of people expected to die
before 40 years of age; knowledge is determined by the per-
centage of adults who are illiterate; and standard of living is
determined by the percentage of people who lack access to
safe water, the percentage of people who lack access to
health services, and the percentage of children 5 years of age
or younger who are underweight. Consistent with the HDI,
the HPI is calculated for each country to allow for inter-
country cotnparisons. As before, the three indicators are
combined to form the composite.-^ This number represents
the percentage of citizens living in poverty and reveals how
widespread deprivation is in a particuiar nation.
The UNDP, as well as the developers of the indices,
strongly recommend that the HDI and HPI both he used in
studies of global poverty (Anand and Sen 1997). Frotn their
perspective, though the dimensions of the indices may over-
lap, a focus on the consumer well-being of the overall pop-
ulation, as well as the specific deprivations experienced by
the poor, are necessary to obtain a complete understanding
of the depth and breadth of global poverty. However, a pre-
liminary analysis of the indices reveals a correlation
between them of-.92, which suggests that they may repre-
sent different sides of the same coin and that inquiry using
both scales would be redundant. Therefore, because more
complete data are available ahout the HDI in the Human
Development Report, we selected it for further analysis and
discussion."* For a complete presentation of the HDI data,
see Table 1.
^For example, lite expeclancy is calculaied against a maxitnutn of 85
years and a niinunurn of 25 years of age, representing the UN's best esti-
mate of what is achievable in the best and worst possible circumstances,
respectively. To determine the index value, a country s actual life
expectancy value is subtracted from 25 and divided by ^5 - 2.S, Thus, if a
country's value is 45. the index value would be J 3 The HDI is defined as
the simple average of the three individual indices (tninimums, tnaxiinutns.
and actual values for all variables available in the Human Deveiopmeni
Report 1997). Across all nations examined, the mean life expectancy, edu-
cation, GDP, and HDI are .64. .71, .94, and .764. respectively,
•'When calculating the HPI, all three variables are stated iis percentages
(Ihe standard of living variable is a sitnple average of the three percent-
ages). Specifically. HPI ^ [I/3(P|' + P; ' +P.v')li''.
••in contrast, HPI data are available only for developing nations.
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For the purpose of comparison, countries are divided into
three classifications: high human development (HDl values
of ,800 and greater), medium human development (HDI
values of .500 to .799), and low human development (HDI
values less than .500). Of the 175 countries observed, 64
(1.3 hillion people, or 23% of the world's population) are
considered high development, 66 (2.6 hillion people, or 45%
of the world's population) are considered medium develop-
ment, and 45 (1.8 billion people, or 32% of the world's pop-
ulation) are considered low development. High develop-
ment countries are located primarily in North America,
Europe, Scandinavia, and certain regions of Asia and the
Middle East. The average HDI across all high development
nations is .907, with mean life expectancy, education, and
GDP indices of .83, .91. and .98, respectively. The life
expectancy index has a deflalitig effect on the HDI, and it is
lower hy . 15 or more for one or hoth of the other two values
in 48% of these countries. Lower values on the HDI and the
life expectancy index tend to be concentrated in South and
Central American countries, island nations (particularly in
the Caribbean), and the Middle East.
Medium development countries are found principally In
Latin America, Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and por-
tions of East Asia and Africa. The mean HDI value across
these countries is .667 with the following individual indices:
life expectancy of .70, education of .76, and GDP of .54. In
contrast to high development nations, the GDP index has a
deflating impact on the HDi for medium development coun-
tries, and 64% of all GDP indices are lower by .15 or more
for one or both of the other two index values. Exceptions
exist primarily in oil-producing nations such as Oman and
Saudi Arabia.
Low development countries are dominated hy nations in
sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. The average HDI is
.403, and the life expectancy, education, and GDP indices
are .52, .49, and .20, respectively. Consistent with findings
for medium development nations, the GDP is a deflator,
with GDP indices lower by .15 or more for one or both of
the other two indices in all cases.
Relationships of Gender Equity and External Debt
to Human Development and Poverty
To examine the relationships described in the Report
(UNDP 1997), statistical tests were perfomied with gender
equity-'' and external deht as a percentage of GDP as predic-
tor variables and HDI as the criterion variable. In Table 2,
we present preliminary statistics for the predictor variables.
The means for external debt and gender equity across the
three classifications of nations are significantly different, as
indicated hy the F-statistic of the analysis of variance.
In the next stage of empirical investigation, regression
analysis was employed to examine the relationships
between the criterion variable HDI and our two predictor
Table 2. Summary Statistics
External
Debt
Gender
Equity
gender equity variable measures ihe relative empowerment of
women in political and economic life. Included in the calculation are per-
centage share of women and men in high-ranking governmental, adminis-
trative, managerial, and professional and technical positions, as well as
their share of earned income. See the Human Development Report 1997
(UNDP 1997) for more details.
High human development
Medium human development
Low human development
F-statistic
.30
(-77)
.76
(.30)
1.38
(.88)
17.36*
.52
(.016)
.38
(.13)
.26
(.09)
37*
•Significant at the 1% level.
Notes: Each number reprcsenls the mean, and the numbers iti parentheses
are standard deviations.
variables. The regression model, predicated on the preced-
ing discussion, is as follows:
Yj = a + p|EDj + PiGEj + Uj, j = 1 ... n countries,
where Yj represents HDI; ED stands for the ratio of external
debt to the GDP of country j : GE is gender equity in coun-
try j ; and P| and ^2 measure changes in HDI for a unit
change in the predictor variables extemai debt and gender
equity, respectively. The coefficient p| is expected to be
negative, demonstrating an inverse relationship, and (I2 is
expected to be positive, demonstrating a direct relationship,
when HDI is the criterion variable.
Prior to estimating the regression equation, heteroscedas-
ticity as a potential statistical problem was addressed. One
of the well-known consequences of heteroscedasticity in
cross-sectional data is that the estimated covariance matrix
of the coefficients ((is) may be biased. Therefore, estimation
results and signiflcance tests of the predicted relationships
may be spurious (see White 1980).
Estimation results of the regression equation appear in
Table 3. Ninety-two observations constitute our sample. The
value of the test statistic for White's (1980) test of het-
eroscedasticity is statistically significant, compared with the
critical value of the x~ distribution, which indicates that
ordinary least squares may not be the appropriate method of
estimation in this case. Therefore, the heteroscedastic con-
sistent standard errors are obtained using White's (1980)
approach.
The F-statistic of the regression is significant, which indi-
cates that the overall model is specified appropriately. Com-
bined with the finding that almost 60%' of the variation in
HDI among nations is accounted for (R- = .59), this model
supports the UN's position.'' Furthermore, the predictor
variables are statistically significant at the 1% level. The
absolute values of the standardized [3 coefficients of exter-
nal debt and gender equity are .36 and .52, respectively.
Therefore, gender equity is a more critical variabie in human
development within nations than external debt is.
f'Low values of the coefficient of determination are quite comnion for
cross-sectional regressions. Therefore. R- = .59 suggests an adequate
tnodel for explaining variation in HOI.
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Table 3. Estimation Results of the Regression Equation Yi = i
Criterion
Variable
Human development
index
External
a Debt (p,)
.45* -.10*
(7.68) (-3.40)
a+P,ED + p,GEj + u
Gender
Equity (P2)
.77*
(8.26)
R2
.39
White's
F (1980) Test
63.49 13.66*
*Sign!ficant at the 1% level.
Noies: ED and GE stand for exlemal debt and gender equity. The numbers in parentheses arc the t-statistics. The critical values for While's (1980) hel-
eroscedasticily lest are obtained from the x~ distribution. The coefficient covariance matrix is corrected for heteroscedasticity by White s method.
Discussion
Summary of Findings
Our results show thai the dimensionalized approach to
poverty measurement advocated by the UN provides a vehi-
cle for cross-national comparisons of the availability of
hasic consumer goods and services that help people live bet-
ter lives and develop greater autonomy. For example, our
examination of these data shows that a significant percent-
age of the world's people are income poor, die prematurely,
and lack access to forma! education. The conglomerative
approach, which is operationalized through the HDI,
demonstrates that almost one-third of the world's popula-
tion, or two billion people, live in low human development
conditions, with the worst possible situations in sub-Saharan
Africa and South Asia. In addition, regression anaiysis
reveals that gender equity is related positively to human
development, which leaves open the possibility that greater
equality between women and men might lead to better qual-
ity of lite within a society. The opposite situation may be
true for external debt. Additional research of a causal nature
is warranted to determine the validity of such potentialities.
A Research Agenda for Public Policy and
Marketing Scholars '
The results of this Investigation suggest a central role for
public policy and marketing scholars in understanding and
eradicating poverty worldwide. Policymakers long have
made decisions regarding the provision of basic consumer
goods and services to their citizens, especially the poor (see
Hill, Hirschman, and Bauman 1996). As we noted previ-
ously, understanding the rationale for creating greater or
lesser availability is a central issue in welfare politics tbat
plays an essential role in the quality of life of a society's
most vulnerable consumers (Hill and Macan 1996). We pro-
vide two avenues for further research, using our study and
this position as a basis, that involve poverty measurement
and poverty reduction.
Poverty Measurement
The issue of how best to measure poverty is far from
resolved, yet these measurements continue to influence pub-
lic policy significantly. Many welfare policy scholars now
acknowledge the serious limitations of pure income mea-
sures of poverty (Citro and Michael 1995), recognizing that
income alone is an inferior indicator of consumer quality of
life or satisfaction (Easterlin 1995; Lane 1991). Dasgupta
(1993. p. 76) agrees and suggests that any measure of con-
sumer well-being sbould include health and education, not-
ing that "health and education would seem to IK: the embod-
iment of positive freedoms, whereas income contributes to
the enjoyment of this freedom."
Such an approacb is consistent with the UNDP's concept
of human development and the criteria for determining the
human development and human poverty indices. According
to the UN, the human development and human poverty
indices are designed to capture different constructs—overall
development and poverty levels, respectively. However, as
we noted previously, the correlation coefficient for these
two variable is -.92, which implies that they may be the flip
side of the same coin rather than distinct measures. In addi-
tion, because data for the HPI are available only for devel-
oping countries, a focus specifically on poveriy bas serious
limitations.
To resolve at least part of tbis dilemma, the UNDP
recently bas developed a second poverty measure. HPI-2, to
capture the dimensions of poverty within industrial coun-
tries (UNDP 1998). Based on the same three factors as the
original index (now called HPI-1), as well as one additional
component, HPI-2 contains a set of indicators that are more
appropriate to the way poverty is manifested in deveioped
countries. The HPI-2 is composed of longevity (measured
by the percentage of a country's population expected to die
before age 60), knowledge (measured by tbe percentage of
the population that is functionally illiterate), standard of liv-
ing (measured by the proportion of people whose disposable
income is less tban 50% of the median for their country),
and social exclusion (measured by the percentage of long-
term unemployed in the labor market).
Unfortunately, the addition of this index fails to advance
significantly our ability to make important intercountry
comparisons. More specifically, the two poverty indices,
though based on the same basic parameters, are incompati-
ble. The resulting statistics for the most developed nations
with higher HDI indices often have HPI-2 values that are
equal to or greater than the HPI-1 values of developing
countries with lower HDIs. Given the high correlation coef-
ficient noted previously, this inconsistency suggests that
direct comparisons between poverty measures of developing
versus developed countries may be meaningless.
The search for a workable solution might involve a com-
promise. We recommend studying both indices of poverty to
detemiine which factors measuring longevity, knowledge,
and standard of living provide the greatest variability within
and between developed and developing countries. Further-
more, we recommend expanding the dimensionalized
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approach to include a greater number of variables that target
other essential aspect of consumer existence. Data collec-
tion by the UN has become increasingly detailed, and it now
encompasses a more complete health profile, food security
and consumption levels, the availability of media and com-
munication devices, and energy use from commercial and
traditional sources across many countries of tbe world. If
this larger number of variables is employed in the construc-
tion of poverty measures, our understanding of the quality of
life of impoverished versus more affiuent consumers, as
well as the viability of poverty eradication strategies, should
be improved.
Poverty Reduction
Nonprofit organizations that serve the needs of the world's
poor currently use social marketing strategies and tech-
niques to create greater awareness of poverty conditions and
increase giving by more affluent citizens and organizations.
Their approach is consistent with research on the poor in
this country, which has shown that the common public per-
ception of the impoverished is quite negative (e.g.. Hill and
Stephens 1997). Thus, advocacy groups, such as the Red
Cross and Catholic Charities, tend to focus their attention on
the "innocent victims" within poor communities, especially
children.
Unfortunately, this tactic fails to respond to the underly-
ing social, political, and consumer exclusion revealed in this
research, especially as it relates to gender inequity. Within
the public policy and marketing literature, critical theory
recently has been posited as a way to comprehend better the
methods used by dominant groups within a society to gain
control over subordinate groups to maintain their superior
status (Hill 1995; Ozanne, Hill, and Wright 1998). Critical
theory may provide a theoretical foundation on which pub-
lic policy and marketing scholars can explore the nuances
and results of market disadvantage for the poor. For exam-
ple, public policy and marketing research could focus atten-
tion on legislation that promotes structural inequities that
limit the availability of essential goods and services to cer-
tain consumer groups (e.g., poor women and welfare reform
in the United States). In addition, research on persuasive
communications that foster belief or attitudinal change by
more affluent consumers regarding the poor is needed, espe-
cially communications that position the poor as deserving
and capable of self-sufficiency in a "just" world.
The eradication of poverty is the responsibility of gov-
ernments, acting singularly and together through intergov-
ernmental organizations such as the UN. Our results suggest
that the provision of substantial new resources to support
poverty reduction worldwide, combined with the cancella-
tion of existing debts of poor nations by developed coun-
tries, may be a substantial aid to this process. An additional
theoretical paradigm that might provide such an operational
perspective that is consistent with critical theory is the work
on distributive justice by John Rawls( 1958, 1971, 1993).
His theory, denoted "justice as fairness," is based on the
principle that people should have equal rights to liberty and
freedom, and it rejects tbe utilitarian belief that losses to one
group of people can be outweighed by larger gains by
another group (Rawls 1958). From a social justice perspec-
tive, he seeks principles that "free and rational persons con-
cerned to further their own interests would accept" (Rawls
1971, p. 11). Of the two original principles, the second
addresses the social and economic inequalities noted in this
study, and Rawls posits that such inequities are just only if
they are to the advantage of all members of society, espe-
cially the least advantaged or the poor. Although his theory
has been challenged (see Daniels 1975/1989) and he has
responded with revisions to his perspective (Rawls 1993),
the basic structure of his argument remains one of the most
influential philosophical paradigms on ethics of our time.
Justice as fairness could provide an excellent framework
for scholars, policymakers, and consumer advocates for eval-
uating the impact of development activities and welfare poli-
cies within and across country boundaries and human devel-
opment levels. From this perspective, legislative, social, or
economic changes that infiuence the quality of consumer life
always must improve the level of functioning of the most dis-
advantaged. For example, tax cuts to the wealthy members in
a particular country that increase their disposable income
cannot be balanced with a decrease in housing allowances,
health benefits, and food support to the working poor. A
more complete explanation and additional elaboration of this
paradigm could result in an important context within which
to evaluate the results of policy activities so that we can
understand their larger ethical implications.
Concluding Comments
In a global economy of approximately $25 trillion, the
financial ability to eliminate poverty currently exists. The
UN estimates that the price tag to provide universal access
to basic social services (e.g., education, health care, sanita-
tion) and monetary transfers to abolish income poverty is
$80 billion annually (UNDP 1997). This amount is less than
.5% of the world's income, or the net worth of the seven
richest people on the planet. If humanitarian goals are
allowed to dominate narrow political agendas within and
among nations, the UN's objective of poverty eradication in
the early twenty-first century can be accomplisbed.
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